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The Thai Military, Coups, and the False 
Hope of Professionalism 
By Asia Pacific Memo on February 5, 2016 
Memo #362 
By Jacob I. Ricks – jacobricks [at] smu.edu.sg 
Thailand is one of the most coup-prone countries in the world, having experienced no less than 
19 coup attempts since 1932. The prevalence of military interventions casts doubt on whether 
Thai politicians will ever be able to reign in their armed counterparts. One prominent response to 
this concern claims that through increasing the level of military professionalism, or expertise, 
social responsibility, and organizational unity, Thai troops could be tamed and the Army’s 
propensity to intervene in politics curbed. This, though, is a false hope. 
First, Thai soldiers are already exposed to a great deal of professional training. Borrowing 
heavily from the West Point curriculum, Thai military education emphasizes professional 
behavior. One officer estimated that half of officer training is meant to increase professionalism 
among soldiers. Thailand is also one of the largest recipients of the International Military 
Education and Training program operated by the US Military, which promotes professional 
norms. A recent survey of 569 Thai military officers found that such training efforts have been 
effective, as the vast majority of respondents exhibited high levels of professionalism. 
Second, despite these advances, a significant minority of respondents to the same survey (over 
12 percent) indicated that they supported military interventions in politics. Furthermore, 
interviews with officers suggested that this number likely underestimated support for political 
interventions. Statistical tests of the survey data showed that only one indicator of 
professionalism, coporateness, or a desire for organizational unity, was correlated with an 
officer’s opposition to military interventions. This relationship, though, is inconclusive as the 
commitment to organizational unity may hinder opposition to a coup; one officer explained that 
even if officers objected to interventions, “we must obey our leaders.” More importantly, higher 
ranked soldiers, many of whom exhibited high levels of professionalism, were statistically more 
likely to support a coup. 
Thus continuing efforts to increase professionalism are unlikely to result in a permanent military 
withdrawal from Thai politics. Instead, sociopolitical changes slowly taking hold in Thai society 
offer a better deterrent to armed forces interventions. Unfortunately as Thailand approaches its 
second anniversary under military government, the regime seems intent on stifling such 
developments. 
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